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“It just wasn't for me. Have you ever looked yourself in the mirror and then to your horror can't recognize, let 
alone even respect, the person staring back? That happened to me. Big time. And boy am I grateful” 
 
Essena O’Neill about Social Media1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
1 http://essenaoneill.com/hello/ 
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Abstract  
 
Ever since the launch of Instagram, the social media platform has expanded its purpose. It began as an 
application based on solely photography, to a more advanced and multi-purposed virtual space. The 
study explores the notion of identity and self-representation on this platform, and taking a point of 
departure in the case of Essena O’Neill, a well-known Australian model who suddenly revealed her self 
proclaimed true image and began rioting against social media’s deception. She faced a lot of criticism 
because the audience perceived this as a publicity stunt. This problematized the perception of how the 
self is represented online. By applying theories of Goffman, Cerra and James, Barthes, Kress and Van 
Leeuwen on identity and social semiotics, thereafter a focus group interview is conducted and analyzed 
in order to get insight of the personal experience of self-representation from the chosen target group. 
The result of the study indicates that there is a general tendency of editing one’s image on Instagram, 
and that the users are aware of this fact.  
  
 
 
Keywords: Virtual identity, Essena O’Neill, Instagram, social media, communication, self-
representation, perception, Goffman, Cerra & James, semiotics and Barthes.  
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1.0 Introduction  
 
1.1 Motivated Problem Area 
In present day society, the number of people who join communities and different platforms in the 
virtual world is ever growing, thereby naturally leading to the formation of different virtual identities in 
these contexts (Adrian, 2008: 367). The virtual identity that we create and come across in the online 
realm, is a “manifestation of the self beyond the realm of the physical, existing in a space where 
identity is self-defined rather than preordained” (Adrian, 2008: 367). It is a space in which liquid 
identities exist; the identities that are formed online can be defined as liquid identities, as the person 
controlling e.g. a social media profile has the power and ability to change the images, posts and 
messages on their profile, in order to control their virtual identity. When faced with these types of 
identities we cannot be fully sure of who the person behind a self-presented online image really is, 
therefore the question of whether or not we can believe if this person is trustworthy or even credible is 
raised (Adrian, 2008: 367).  
 
The aim of this study is to investigate how identity can be portrayed in the online realm, and how one 
can alter the way the image of our persona are perceived by others, by selecting specific images of 
ourselves, snapshots of our lives and supplying text for these images. The focus area is on social media, 
which is represented by many different platforms where people from around the world can manage an 
account where the content that is uploaded creates a space where the person represents themselves and 
thereby forming their virtual identity. 
 
Having the above in mind, the problem area in this study has been narrowed down by first of all 
choosing one platform from the online world; Instagram. Furthermore, the research will take a point of 
departure in a specific case of a model called Essena O’Neill, who went from having an Instagram 
profile with many images, portraying her life as an ‘Instagram model’, to drastically creating an image 
shift in her virtual identity. O’Neill decided in late 2015 to break with this image and rewrote many of 
her captions on the pictures that seemingly portrayed her life as being pure bliss. A key part of the 
research area in this study is investigating further into how a virtual identity can be changed so 
suddenly and the effects that can possibly occur in the process, both in terms of the sender’s credibility 
and how the viewers then perceive the sender. Taking the case of Essena O’Neill as the point of 
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departure, it is known that within the online community, she both had supporters who praised her for 
revealing the ugly truth and non-supporters who criticized her with allegations of being fake and an 
attention seeker and that the transformation of her online persona on Instagram as merely a publicity 
stunt in order for her to gain more recognition (Sisley, D. (2015), Dazed).  
 
The discourse in the online community revolving around her transformation, namely the discussion of 
whether the new identity she communicates to her followers is just as ‘fake’ as the original one, raises 
very interesting speculations in this particular research study. This leads to the hypothesis that there is 
an awareness amongst users of social media of how one can modify one’s self-representation and 
therefore a change of an online identity can be viewed as not credible. Thus, this is something that will 
be further investigated throughout this study. 
 
We see a challenge in the form of a paradox of whether the change from her former online identity to 
her self proclaimed ‘real’ identity comes across as sincere, or whether her agenda backfires. Moreover, 
we want to look into the underlying reasons of her seeming either sincere or insincere, by letting the 
audience describe how they perceive the change. To clarify who the audience is, it consists of O’Neill’s 
Instagram account followers along with others who may visit her profile, more specifically to this 
research, this study’s chosen target group, consisting of women from the age of 20 to 25. 
 
Bearing in mind the abovementioned paradox in a broader sense, one can argue that it is a common 
phenomena that in the virtual world, we choose to portray ourselves differently because we have the 
tools to do so, and therefore virtual identities can sometimes be deemed unreliable. In relation to this 
statement, the context in which the identity portrayal is practiced is highly important to have in mind, 
as it is indeed the virtual world, where identity can be seen as a fluid term, and where individuals can 
create and act out the identity they choose to (Turkle, 2004: 101). When comparing O’Neill’s pictures 
with her new captions to the original written captions, we see a clear distinction between the two 
different self-portrayals. She admits to the public that she does not believe social media is representing 
the real life, and hence she made the decision of sharing what she claims to be the true processes 
behind the otherwise picture-perfect posts on her profile (Hunt, E. (2015), The Guardian).   
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We are all a part of the digital generation, and are not only familiar with, but have also embraced, 
social media as part of our everyday lives. We are aware of how we as users of social media have the 
power to present ourselves and our lives in a specific way to other users, by e.g. selectively choosing 
what information to share, which filters to use on the pictures or what kind of messages we wish to 
communicate. Investigating the mindset behind the use of social media and the creation of virtual 
identities on an academic level, is therefore relevant as it will give a greater insight into the dynamics 
of why people form these liquid identities in the virtual world, and how different audiences respond to 
them. What happens when a person decides to open up about how they have manufactured and 
presented a modified and dishonest image of themselves? Is it plausible that portraying the self-
proclaimed ‘real’ identity instead of a picture-perfect identity, can actually cause an increase in 
validation for the person in question, or does it perhaps have a counter-effect? How do users of 
Instagram react to the transition of O’Neill’s online persona and the apparent change in the way her 
virtual identity is presented? With these questions in mind, based on the chosen case study of Essena 
O’Neill and with the chosen research area viewed in a broader sense, the aim of this research is to 
further investigate into how self-representation is communicated and perceived in the virtual world. 
 
1.2 Problem Formulation 
Based on the case of Essena O’Neill; how is self-representation communicated and perceived on the 
social media platform, Instagram? 
 
To elaborate on how online self-representation is communicated and perceived, we will conduct a 
study with a specific subgroup; women between the age 20 and 25, based on their perception of the 
case of Essena O’Neill. We will investigate how this subgroup respond to a change of a virtual identity 
as well as the credibility of the virtual identities.   
 
1.3 Clarification of the Term Virtual Identity 
A virtual identity is a part of an interface that represents the user in a virtual space (Techopedia.com 
(2016)). The virtual identity on social media is thus the identity that one presents online, primarily 
created by oneself, but still affected by other users on the social media. Thus, you create your identity 
within a social setting, which dictates certain kinds of trends and assets, that can potentially affect the 
choices you take regarding the identity you present.  
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1.4 Introduction to the Application Instagram 
Instagram allows its users to take a photograph or a 60 seconds video and share it online on multiple 
social media platforms. Instagram is mostly used on a mobile phone, where users can download the 
application and connect it to other social media applications, for example Facebook and Twitter. 
Today, Instagram has over 400 million monthly active users and is owned by Facebook. In the book 
Social Media Communication: Concepts, Practices, Data, Law and Ethics by Jeremy Harris 
Lipschultz, a professor in the school of communication, focuses on examining platforms such as 
Instagram and user's identity in social media communication: “Each of us has an online presence 
expressed by what we choose to share about others and ourselves. This happens through continuous 
and ongoing interaction with others. Self-presentation may be accurate in depiction or reflect virtual 
transportation to another ‘place’ or ideal” (Lipschultz, 2015: 28). 
 
Interaction plays a central role in online social dynamics and group communication, according to 
Lipschultz. He gives the example of what we consider as a social being, a function of individual 
psychological development: “It’s the natural consequence of having brains that were built to make 
sense of other brains and to understand everyone’s place in the pecking order” (Lipschultz, 2015: 28). 
The social process of human-computer interaction is found within social media communication and 
without the basic idea, that people would have a sort of interest in sharing their identity – finding 
friends, sharing information and communicating online. Social networking and applications like 
Instagram would not be a mainstream form of online communication today. 
 
1.5 Introduction to the Essena O’Neill Case 
The point of departure in our study is a specific case from an Instagram user who has recently gained a 
lot of critique and positive recognition. It is an extreme case of how much popularity you can gain 
through Instagram, as well as the pressure that follows to maintain this popularity. In October 2015, 
Essena O’Neill reached a half a million followers on Instagram, which happened after she revealed the 
ugly truth behind many of her Instagram pictures. O’Neill deleted more than 2000 pictures from her 
profile, claiming that they were not real and that “It served no other purpose than self promotion and 
getting attention” (Hunt, E. (2015), The Guardian). She rewrote the captions on some of the remaining 
pictures in order to explain the true process behind the particular photos and how everything was staged 
and perfected in order to get that one perfect picture to post for others to see. O’Neill’s dissatisfaction 
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with the platform also takes roots in how she used her personal profile to promote and endorse products 
for companies and thereby representing herself as how the particular company wanted her to. All in all 
O’Neill makes it very clear that she chose to refrain from this type of social media as it was a portrait 
of a fake identity that did not portray her real life, but rather was designed on purpose to create a 
picture-perfect image of her life and herself. 
 
1.6 Working process 
The starting point of the work process was that we initially wanted to investigate how humans today, 
portray themselves on social media – especially on applications where you create a virtual identity to 
meet other people. When brainstorming ideas on what to research in terms of how people communicate 
on social media with images we firstly considered to research how women are portrayed on social 
media and whether images of women affect young girls on the application called Instagram. We were 
early on in the process inspired by keywords such as; feminism, self-representation and sexual 
portrayal of women on social media, this proved to be initial ideas and a source of inspiration but did 
not end up being our final focus area. But as our starting point of the work process was that we initially 
wanted to investigate how women are portrayed on social media it led us to the interest in a specific 
case of an Instagram model called Essena O’Neill. We quickly realized that this could in fact be a very 
interesting field of research. We all found it relevant since we have heard about the case and that her 
actions when changing her online image were covered in the media and sparked many different 
opinions. With this in mind we also started to get an idea of which theories could be relevant when 
dealing with terms such as identity and self-representation, and also which methodological approaches 
could be relevant to further investigate the chosen problem area. To summarize on the working process, 
the different ideas for research topics we have discussed have varied in terms of interest areas within 
the field of the online realm, and thereby leading us to the final and specific focus area.   
 
2.0 Statement of Academic Focus  
This study is written within the dimension of Communication Studies. Communicational reflections are 
brought into play, in connection with questions regarding social media i.e. the platform Instagram and 
the shift of identity. By having a focus on Communication Studies, we wish to analyze and discuss the 
underlying choices of self-representation and virtual identity. When working within Communication 
Studies, we gain an understanding of how communication through images on social media i.e. 
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Instagram, can influence or create an identity shift and thereby an understanding on how a real and a 
virtual identity is understood today. We are investigating the written communication of humans, which 
involves readings of messages on social media as well as the sender’s credibility. Furthermore, our 
investigation uses semiotic processes of human communication i.e. how messages on social media are 
interpreted through semiotic contexts.  
Much like this study, other researchers have been researching on social change and how humans are 
designing virtual identities. Theorists such as Sherry Turkle researches virtual identity, with a focus on 
video gaming. Turkle described in a symposium she wrote, called ‘Looking Towards Cyberspace: 
Beyond Grounded Sociology’ (1999) where she states that people can have multiple ‘personas’ in 
different communities, because different communities bring out different sides of one’s identity.  
 
3.0 Methodological Framing 
3.1 Focus Group Interview 
In order to answer our problem formulation, we need to collect data that offers insight to the perception 
of our case concerning Essena O’Neill, as well as the use of social media. Thus, we will present 
theoretically what the method of focus group is along with why we find it relevant for our study. 
Throughout this section, we will refer to Pranee Liamputtong, professor at La Trobe University, and 
her introductory chapter of focus group methodology, found in the book Focus Group Methodology: 
Principle and Practice (2011). 
 
For the purpose of this study, we decided to use the method of focus group interview as a tool for 
collecting our data, as it provides quick results by having a “wide range of people and groups in 
different settings” (Liamputtong, 2011: 2). Hence, communication lies on the border of humanities and 
social science. We want to adapt the social science focus group approach, as suggested by David 
Morgan that entails semi-structured interview, where participants are “encouraged to talk to each other 
instead of answering the moderators’ questions” (Liamputtong, 2011:3). As a moderator, the task is to 
facilitate the discussion rather than leading the participants into specific answers, as the aim is to 
comprehend informants’ interpretations and experiences (Liamputtong, 2011:3). This method started as 
‘group conversations’ in the 1940’s (Liamputtong, 2011: 9), and found its place within social science 
research, where it became popular and widely used, later developing to focus groups as we know the 
method today. The historical timeline of focus group interviews includes conversations about public 
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health, political campaign discussions to feminist research, as it “gives a voice to marginalised groups” 
(Liamputtong, 2011: 7). A simple and clear description, defining a focus group, is: “an informal 
discussion among a group of selected individuals about particular topic” (Wilkinson in Liamputtong, 
2011: 3). Focus groups usually includes 6-8 people that share the same or similar cultural and social 
background and have similar experiences and they are then assembled in order to discuss a particular 
problem or topic, which in our case is identity on social media. We do not necessarily aim to reach 
agreement between informants, but rather as suggested by Liamputtong, the focus group “encourages a 
range of responses which provide a greater understanding of the attitudes, behaviour, opinions or 
perception of participants on the research issues” (Liamputtong, 2011: 3). We aim to understand the 
dynamics on social media regarding identity and its portrayal, and we recognize the possible variation 
in experience and opinions of our participants. We find this method highly relevant, as it provides safe 
environment based on “natural social interaction” on everyday life experience (Liamputtong, 2011: 
3). We, as researchers, want to observe the dynamics of the discussion and “capture shared lived 
experiences, accessing elements that other method might not be able to reach” (Liamputtong, 2011: 4), 
which is why we are going to use audio tools to record the discussion. This is to reassure that we do not 
miss any important moments or points, as we get to transcribe the audio-recorded interview. 
Furthermore, at least half of the group members will be present during the focus group interview, as 
they will all have different roles, which will be explained in the practical section of the method part. 
 
When conducting a focus group interview, one has to be aware of strengths and weaknesses. As 
mentioned above, focus group interviews are a very efficient method, as it provides fast answers to the 
researcher and “it enables in-depth discussions and involves a relatively small number of people” 
(Liamputtong, 2011: 4). In addition, it provides insight of what, how and why informants think as they 
do, without putting pressure on them to reach some conclusion or agreement between them 
(Liamputtong, 2011: 5). Although it has many strengths, all methods do have limitations and 
weaknesses to be aware of. We want to acknowledge these, and take a critical view on the chosen 
method. Thus, we continue to reflect on Liamputtong’s chapter and her suggestions. 
 
Liamputtong firstly emphasizes that conducting an interview in the institutional context might not be 
the best decision, as informants might be reluctant with their expressions due to the presence of 
authorities or colleagues. Secondly, she states that focus group is not an appropriate method when 
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discussing sensitive topics such as illnesses, death and other personal topics, as informants might feel 
intimidated by talking about this in front of strangers. Working with these types of personal, sensitive 
or hurtful topics, individual interview would thus be a better choice. Thirdly, there is criticism towards 
the focus group method, as it offers a “shallower understanding of an issue” (Liamputtong, 2011: 8) 
compared to one-to-one individual interview. The last possible pitfall of a focus group is when dealing 
with the informants themselves. Despite the fact that we acknowledge their different personalities, 
there is a possibility of one or few of the informants dominating, or even having a more aggressive 
approach to the discussion. Vice versa, one might as well experience the less talkative informant doing 
what is called ‘group conformity’, which means the informant simply “conform[s] to the dominant 
ideas present in the group” (Liamputtong, 2011: 8). From this description of focus group as a method, 
we now want to proceed to how we with our study, plan to go about the method. 
 
3.2 Ethical Considerations 
As we collect our main data through qualitative interview, conducting focus group interview, we 
acknowledge that we are dealing with the topic of identity, the use of social media - Instagram, along 
with personal experience and narratives of informants. Therefore, to keep our informants anonymous, 
we will change their names and only mention their age, education and nationality. The participants 
have all allowed us to look at their Instagram profiles, which we have done post interview, as it also 
opened up for interesting discoveries of their discussion on self-representation. We have also attached a 
picture from one of the participants’ open Instagram profile, Appendix C, which we have naturally 
edited with a blur over her face, again to respect the anonymity of our participants.     
As we found our informants via posting the announcements on our own social media, we cannot grant 
that some of the researchers knew the participants beforehand. Halkier emphasizes that the researcher 
cannot have any personal connections with informants (Halkier, 2002: 28-29) and we are highly aware 
of that, which is why those of our group members who had any relation to the participants were not 
mediators of the interview.  
 
3.3 Limitations and Delimitations 
One of the limitations when conducting the study was the time frame that was set for completing the 
project, given more time we could have collected more data by conducting more interviews or possibly 
by using different methodological approaches we could obtain a broader insight into the research topic.  
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In terms of delimitation, the focus of our study is delimited to self-representation on social media 
which is a topic that offers different possible angles to research. We therefore chose Instagram as our 
setting, in order to delimit the focus on only one social media platform. We additionally chose to 
include the case of Essena O’Neill to make our speculations on self-representation more clear with this 
particular case, and again only used her Instagram profile to stay in our chosen setting. We therefore 
delimited Essena O’Neill’s other social media sources, such as her website. Furthermore, we chose 
only three pictures from her Instagram, that we showed when presenting our case to the informants at 
the focus group interview. These specific pictures were chosen based on the overly perfection of them, 
as well as captions that we found most accurate for our study. Another delimitation was the decision of 
choosing a specific target group consisting of females between the age of 20-25. This decision was 
based on different factors which will be elaborated in the following section. The first criteria of 
choosing the target group was influenced by our wish to interview women who are in the same age 
range as O’Neill, as  this age range is also reflected in the intended target group that she reaches out to 
via her Instagram profile. Another criteria for the chose of our target group was influenced by our wish 
to reach out to possible interview participants who  have a certain familiarity with social media and 
therefore we assumed a valid discussion would arise. As previously mentioned, Liamputtong suggests 
focus group participants should share some similar background traits, and in relation to this we also 
realized that the participants shared the same background in terms of education and residency. 
Therefore, when it comes to the verification of the quality in our study, we believe that the validity of 
the research lies in the assumption that the chosen five informants are a representative sample of the 
target group of this study, namely women ranging between the age of 20-25. Although the results of the 
research of our study cannot be generalized to a represent a whole population, we believe that our 
research still entails knowledge of good quality. 
  
Kvale & Brinkmann argue that knowledge is socially constructed (Kvale & Brinkmann 2015: 388), and 
since we are dealing with the informants that are all a part of a larger social scale, they are all 
contributors of different epistemologies that are socially constructed, which is why we are willing to 
make general theoretical statements based on a limited interviewees sample.  
As we did our interview we met limitations, or rather challenges, of the interview method, as the 
informants brought up new interesting aspects that opens up for further investigation; here we have had 
to make sure to incorporate the relevant aspects while still delimit our focus, in order to be able to 
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answer our problem formulation. For instance throughout the interview the informants continuously 
brought up the reality stars called the Kardashians, that will be shortly introduced as well as discussed 
in the analysis. Although other examples of self-representation or communicating virtual identities, as 
the Kardashians, were discussed and thus will be presented in our analysis to provide a broader insight 
into the chosen research area, the point of departure and main focus of the study is revolved around the 
case of Essena O’Neill.  
 
4.0 Theoretical Framing 
 
4.1.0 The Performance of Self  
In relation to the research area in this study, we find a clear resemblance in Erving Goffman’s theory 
on The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life and the notion of how people alter their identities in the 
virtual space. Since the case we are looking into is concerning this type of act on Instagram, Goffman’s 
work on Performances becomes relevant. His theory is studied as a tool to understand how people 
present themselves differently according to the different situations as well as spaces they are in, and 
how they communicate their identity to others. Presenting themselves differently in one specific space 
is what Goffman introduces as a ‘performance’ or an ‘act’. 
 
When forming an identity Goffman claims that people take up a role, that they then strive to live up to, 
and in this way making the performance and real identity closely connected. Goffman writes that at an 
extreme, the performance can take over completely, as the people can convince even themselves that 
the staged impression of reality, is the real reality (Goffman, 1959: 28). If the individual is turning the 
act into their actual lifestyle, it becomes hard to distinguish between what is real and what is fake. In 
Charles Lemert and Ann Branaman’s The Goffman Reader, they describe this very accurately: “In the 
end, our conception of our role becomes second nature and an integral part of our personality. We 
come into the world as individuals, achieve character, and become persons” (Lemert & Branaman, 
1997: 97). 
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4.1.1 Front 
In addition to this Goffman introduces the term ‘front’ which he describes as: “That part of the 
individual’s performance which regularly functions in a general and fixed fashion to define the 
situation for those who observe the performance. Front, then, is the expressive equipment of a standard 
kind intentionally or unwittingly employed by the individual during his performance” (Goffman, 1959: 
32).  
 
Within the term front, Goffman elaborates via the term ‘settings’, which consists of the scenery where 
people act out their performance. The setting is limited to one certain place, and the performance is on 
for as long as people are in that specific setting, but as they leave the setting, the performance or the act 
is being left behind as well (Goffman, 1959: 33). Though, there are exceptions to this: For instance 
doctors cannot leave their ‘performance’ as doctors just because they leave the settings of the hospital. 
Here doctors have taken an oath to act their profession in any setting, where the act of a doctor is 
necessary (Goffman, 1959: 34). A profession can therefore in some cases be understood as a part of the 
identity, and not just a temporary performance. Concerning what has previously been mentioned, there 
is a fine line between what can be seen as a performance, and what, when or even where, this 
performance becomes a part of the actual identity.   
 
If we look at Instagram or generally social media as the setting for the performance, it suggests how a 
virtual identity can be understood as an act as in the specific setting, rather than being the real identity 
of a person, since it is a performance that is limited by the specific settings where one presents oneself 
in a certain way. Along with settings, Goffman introduces the second part of his term front, which is 
the personal front. This is “the items that we most intimately identify with the performer” (Goffman, 
1959: 34). For instance, that can be their ranking, clothing/ style, look, certain facial expression, etc. 
(Goffman, 1959: 34). Putting this into the context of social media’s virtual identity, we might look at 
some of the trends on Instagram. Today, we see many people who choose to advertise themselves and 
perform in certain ways that fit to the current trends such as health, fitness, food, fashion, travels or 
comedy. In the case of our study Essena O’Neill is as well advertising herself using some of these 
trends of beauty, health, food etc. as a tool to stay relevant and popular.  
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4.1.2 Dramatic Realization 
“For if the individual’s activity is to become significant to others, he must mobilize his activity so that 
it will express during the interaction what he wishes to convey” (Goffman, 1959: 40). Communicating 
one’s activities and staying relevant is another essential point of interest in Goffman’s work. Though 
Goffman’s theory was written in 1959, these thoughts on self-expression, communication and staying 
relevant, are most certainly pertinent in our modern society. As the social media has expanded we now 
see a new type of occupation requiring, or depending on, a person’s performance front. This can be a 
public figure, a blogger, Instagram model, YouTuber etc. and some of these people make a living on 
their virtual performance.  
 
4.1.3 Idealization  
On social media we see the tendencies of people creating a virtual identity that is relatively far from 
their ‘real life’ identity. A possible thesis for this could be that people want to only show their good 
side, which leads to Goffman’s term idealization. Nevertheless, there seems to be a conflict between 
the natural and real selves versus the socialized selves (Lemert & Branaman, 1997: 101), which might 
be helpful to be aware of in order to understand the concept of idealization, on social media as well as 
in other situations of everyday life. When playing a role, people have to follow certain rules of the 
setting for the audience, whereas the natural individual behaves more impulsively on the momentary 
moods and energies, without considering the audience’s perception (Lemert & Branaman, 1997: 101-
102). As a performer there are therefore both the expectation of being in control and stable at all times, 
but also to keep the audience entertained with dramatic realization. 
 
An interesting point from Goffman is the necessity of idealization. He quotes Charles Horton Cooley’s 
intriguing thoughts: “If we never tried to seem a little better than we are, how could we improve or 
train ourselves from the outside inward?” (Goffman, 1959: 44-45).  
As it is a fine balance to be idealized and dramatic at the same time, it also becomes worth looking into 
the term misrepresentation.  
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4.1.4 Misrepresentation  
According to Goffman, it is natural for the audience’s impression of an act to ponder about multiple 
thoughts: is the act natural or not, false or real?  
When people, as viewers, think of someone putting up a deceiving presentation, they reckon an 
inconsistency between ‘fostered appearances’ and reality (Goffman, 1959: 66). Furthermore, the 
viewer is well aware of the fact that the performer may place himself in this risky position by 
misrepresenting, and therefore be susceptible to humiliation and maybe even a poorer reputation. Thus, 
it comes natural for the viewer to find these consequences unavoidable from an honest performer. 
According to Goffman, when one ponder if a fostered impression is natural or false, one is not 
primarily concerned with the act itself, but merely if the performer is authorized to give the particular 
performance (Goffman, 1959: 66). When the viewer realizes that they are dealing with an imposter, the 
next thing that comes to mind is that the imposter did not have “the right to play the part he played” 
(Goffman, 1959: 66). Once it is decided that the person is an imposter, their whole “performance” 
becomes a matter of discomfort. This is in particular relevant for the study in terms of whether a person 
becomes more credible or not. In the O’Neill case, she is by many people looked upon as an imposter 
and/or attention seeker, even though she revealed the ‘truth’. Some people do not believe that this in 
fact the truth, thus her performance on social media becomes a matter of discomfort. 
  
4.1.5 Reality and Contrivance 
“Some performances are carried off successfully with complete dishonesty, others with complete 
honesty; but for performances in general neither of these extremes is essential and neither, perhaps,  is 
dramaturgically advisable” (Goffman, 1959: 77-78). Goffman argues that implications occur with an 
honest performance because it is “less firmly connected with the solid world” than one might assume. 
The implication is again evident when distinguishing between a real performance and a false: “Almost 
anyone can quickly learn a script well enough to give a charitable audience some sense of realness in 
what is being contrived before them” (Goffman, 1959: 78). The reason behind this is because, as 
Goffman puts it, “ordinary social intercourse is itself put together as a scene” - everyday life is 
performed  as an act, yet Goffman argues that even though the world itself is not a stage, it is difficult 
to specify what is not (Goffman, 1959: 78).  In relation to Instagram, and also evident in Essena 
O’Neill’s case, it can as a viewer be extremely hard to differentiate between what is real and what is 
contrived. 
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“Performers may be sincere - or be insincere but sincerely convinced of their own sincerity - but this 
kind of affection for one’s part is not necessary for its convincing performance” (Goffman, 1959: 77). 
Ultimately, it does not matter if a performance is carried out successfully whilst being dishonest or 
honest. The essence is here mainly that being incapable of not looking inward facing reality, can have 
consequences of one's performances. In the case of Essena O’Neill, one might argue that the viewer 
was not the only one who was fooled into believing that reality looked the way it was portrayed. 
Ultimately, this could eventually confuse oneself and she might have been convinced by her own 
sincerity: “Scripts even in the hands of unpracticed players can come to life because life itself is a 
dramatically enacted thing” (Goffman, 1959: 78).   
 
4.2.0 Presentation  
We find the theory on Identity Shift by Allison Cerra and Christina James relevant for the further 
investigation of our research area. More specifically, we will use their work on ‘presentation’, as we 
aim to get a deeper comprehension of presentation, since this will be essential for analyzing our focus-
group interview. This particular theory is relevant to analyze our informants’ self-representation on 
social media.  
 
The first part of Cerra & James book suggests the 3-P model of identity which consists ofs: 
Presentation, Protection and preference. We have as aforementioned chosen to focus on the first P, 
being Presentation, since this is the concern of our study. Here the myth of Narcissus, who fell so 
deeply in love with himself that he had a tragic ending, is brought up in order to compare his destiny to 
how all people as toddlers in the age between six and 18 months develop the ability to recognize 
themselves. At this stage children literally fall in love with themselves, as it is such a pleasure to be 
able to manipulate and control the image in the mirror and the reflection of themselves (Cerra & James, 
2012: 3-4).  
 
“There are two simultaneous reactions to the mirror phase. The infant understands that he occupies 
space in this world. It is the first time, according to Lacan, that one identifies with the mirror image 
and perceives oneself as a complete entity, separate from others. But, at the same time that the image 
creates identification, it also causes alienation, as it confuses the infant who begins to associate the 
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reflection with the self. The resulting offspring of this conflict is the ego. Because the reflection at this 
stage of life offers a more compelling vision of unity than the reality if the infant’s own fragmentation, 
it is superior to reality, and the ego is born to delude the child from the truth” (Cerra & James, 2012: 
4).  
 
This is relevant to our hypothesis of how many young women - and men for that matter - tend to 
compare themselves with others on social media, and try to show a superior reflection of themselves 
and their lives as they become enthralled with their own image. They might obtain an unrealistic view 
of themselves that collides with reality (Cerra & James, 2012: 4), but as quoted at the very beginning of 
the chapter: “Our self image, strongly held, essentially determines what we become” (Dr. Maxwell 
Maltz in Cerra & James, 2012: 3). 
Cerra & James’ study shows that approximately 50% of Americans, Germans, French and English 
people have admitted to googling themselves (Cerra & James, 2012: 9). This supports our hypothesis 
of an awareness when it comes to self-representation being a common tendency nowadays, and Cerra 
& James does as well seem to agree with it: “Although the buzz in the headlines gravitates to a culture 
consumed by narcissism - and it may be true that younger generations are more self-aware and savvy 
about how to project themselves in an online world that has been their domain since birth - we submit 
that the more accurate reality is that the compulsion to depict an attractive presentation naturally 
exists, to a degree, in each of us” (Cerra & James, 2012: 11). 
 
4.2.1 The Mirror Image 
In our study, we seek to look further into how self-representation is communicated and perceived in the 
context of a social media platform, and here we can apply the concept of The Mirror Image, which is 
introduced as a part of the presentation theory: 
 
“If a simple mirror can have such a seismic impact on self-identification and perception, how much 
more is this effect exacerbated when one’s image now encompasses a compilation of photos, videos, 
and self-expression strewn across the virtual highway? This presentation is an essential component of 
identity in a virtual world and refers to the image spawned by one’s own deliberate efforts and the 
intended or fortuitous doings of others to create a reflection of self in a dimension where mirrors do 
not exist” (Cerra & James, 2012: 4-5). 
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Furthermore, for Cerra & James’ theory they created a study to look into their field. Here half the 
respondents agree that the virtual world has less privacy than the real world, while the other half 
disagree in that statement (Cerra & James, 2012: 8-9). Cerra & James look into these clear changes of 
self-presentation that follows as consequences of the modern technology and use of social media. One 
challenge that we find interesting also in extension to Goffman’s theory, is how it seems that people 
have to cope with multiple roles or identities in their everyday life. This results in the conflict of the 
ego, where people are striving to create an image that is superior to the actual self (Cerra & James, 
2012: 5). Creating the perfect image for oneself is not just about oneself, it is for most people crucial 
how this image is perceived by others. By creating a perfect image that gets others to perceive an 
individual the certain way that one wishes to be perceived, is an evident way to boost the ego (Cerra & 
James, 2012: 5-6). This leads to how the self-representing image is not solely about oneself, but as well 
about relationships to others, which are nowadays very affected and in a lot of cases dependent on the 
social media (Cerra & James, 2012: 6). 
 
Cerra & James’ theory does as mentioned concern ‘the mirror’ which in the virtual world is the 
representation of one’s image, communicated mainly by ourselves, but also by others who can post 
unwanted sides of oneself (Cerra & James, 2012: 7). 
 
“In the real world, the ego protects the ideal of who we are through the mirror image as we see it. My 
reflection staring back at me is the more ideal version of myself and is coloured by my own self-
perception. However, in the virtual world, it is no longer simply I who is in control of my image. Others 
can post an unflattering photo or comment about me, and that has an equal, if not greater, impact on 
how my holistic image is represented online” (Cerra & James, 2012: 7). 
 
This is being explained as a massive loss of control of this image that oneself is trying to manage 
exactly by one’s own terms, and that compliments and superiorize the self-representation (Cerra & 
James, 2012: 7-8). Two natural needs for human beings are security and significance, and the  
dominating one differs from person to person, but they are both primal to everybody throughout the 
entire life. Thus, when the significance is being threatened, the natural response will be emotions of 
pride or self-consciousness (Cerra & James, 2012: 9). In extension to these issues of security and trust, 
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there is an interesting notion in relation to this study’s focus about credibility of self-representation, as 
we look into the Essena O’Neill case, where the particular notion of credibility is unavoidable: “In fact, 
these updates as posted by others are more credible in creating my image, ostensibly because they do 
not suffer the same bias that I am likely to impose to ensure the image represented is a more ideal 
version of myself” (Cerra & James, 2012: 7). 
 
4.2.2 Trust: Meeting at the Crossroad of Identity 
The role of trust in society has changed in today’s world. As Cerra and James call our world today new 
and hyperconnected; one has created both public and private identities and thereby also a question of 
what and where the real and the virtual world is located (Cerra & James, 2012: 41). Cerra and James 
claim that presentation is a reflection of people’s image and is subject to control. One is in control of 
how they are perceived: “Where presentation meets protection, a person displays revelation or 
concealment behaviours, deciding what to share and what to hide” (Cerra & James, 2012: 39).  
Some of Cerra and James ethnographic participants choose to disassociate from social media because 
they do not want to be one of ‘those people’, who feel the need to share every minor detail of their 
lives. As they argue, many people have a fear of missing out. Many of the participants in Cerra and 
James’ study were highly attached to the social media, feeling an accomplishment in having followers. 
As Cerra and James recall it, it is the difference between the real and virtual worlds (Cerra & James, 
2012: 39). In the virtual world, one can decide for themselves whether they are ‘real’ or ‘fake’, what 
they want to leave in the dark along with what they want others to know about them. The consequences 
that follow are the question of trust. The question of trust and the alter ego already grows when infants 
are less than a year old: “It can be about interest and excitement as well as uncertainty and caution” 
(Cerra & James, 2012: 38).  
Cerra and James discuss further on about distrust and claim that it is an essential part of the practice of 
trust, rather than an opposition of trust (Cerra & James, 2012: 41). Talking about the fragility of trust, 
trust is practiced and performed. This means that trust is something that one builds. Therefore, 
identifying someone as ‘like us’ becomes a trigger for trust.  
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4.3.0 The Communication of Images and Texts 
In addition to understanding the receivers reliability in images, as Cerra and James look into, we chose 
to use social semiotics to explore how messages are communicated via photographs and text on 
Instagram. More specifically, the theory will primarily be used in order to get a deeper sense of 
meaning as to how the semiotics in Essena O'Neill’s pictures are perceived by her audience. This 
counts for her pictures as well as the captions of her pictures. Also, semiotics will be used as a tool 
when looking into how some of the informants explain themselves versus what they actually do, when 
looking at their Instagram profiles. 
Today we have different types of communication such as music, language and images. They are all 
communication included in the term ‘semiotic resources’, which is in everyday objects like the 
application Instagram: “Adverts, photographs, magazines and movies can all be analyzed to explain the 
meaning and impact of semiotic interactions, and how and why these change” (Van Leeuwen, 2005). 
Semiotic resources is used in social semiotics to refer as means for meaning-making, a social material 
which has a meaning potential to communicate: 
 
 “Semiotic resources are the actions, materials and artifacts we use for communicative purposes, 
whether produced physiologically – for example, with our vocal apparatus, the muscles we use to make 
facial expressions and gestures – or technologically – for example, with pen and ink, or computer 
hardware and software – together with the ways in which these resources can be organized” (Van 
Leeuwen, 2004: 285). It highlights potential for individuals to express themselves through signs and 
marks others with their chosen form of communication. 
 
The book Introducing Social Semiotics by Theo Van Leeuwen is inspired by the work of Roland 
Barthes. Roland Barthes and his theoretical views within semiology, shows that there is a focus on the 
meaning of image signs, which Roland Barthes investigates and which is relevant in relation to our 
analysis and investigating our research area. Barthes explains the wonder of connotation and 
denotation: “The layer of denotation, that is the layer of ‘what, or who, is represented here?’ and the 
layer of connotation, that is the layer of ‘what ideas and values are expressed through what is 
represented, and through the way in which it is represented?” (Van Leeuwen, 2005: 37). This means 
that denotation is what we see in the picture, as for example a picture of a model, in this specific case 
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Essena O’Neill, dressed in a bathing suit on a beach (Appendix C). The different relevant tools within 
social semiotics, for analyzing images are presented below, and will be used to gain a deeper insight in 
relation to our research area. 
A term we see in Introducing Social Semiotics and Reading Images is ‘gaze’. According to Kress and 
Van Leeuwen, the term gaze is important within social semiotics (Van Leeuwen, 2005: 87). The 
importance of the gaze explained as such; whether or not the person in the image is looking at the 
recipient or not – it expresses a symbolic ‘demand’ from the viewer. For instance, on Instagram, a 
model posing in an image can demand the viewer into an imaginary relation between him or her if an 
eye contact is established (Van Leeuwen, 2005: 120). 
4.3.1 Interpreting Images: The Connection Between Images and Text 
In order to understand the meaning of images and its relevance to verbal text, we look at Roland 
Barthes’ essay from 1964 Rhetoric of the Image. As Barthes distinguished in his essay, there are two 
types of elaborations “One in which the verbal text comes first, so that the images forms an illustration 
of it, and one in which the images comes first, so that the text forms a more definite and precise 
restatement or ‘fixing’ of it” (Kress, Van Leeuwen 1996: 18).  Barthes argues that images are open to a 
variety of possible meanings. This means that language has to be there, in order for the receiver to 
understand the image. Applying this statement to our case study, Essena O’Neill changed her captions 
for the receivers to see the images the way she wanted them to see and understand them. The captions 
she wrote form an understanding of the truth behind the picture, and exactly as Barthes claims, the 
images form an illustration of the text. Before the change on her Instagram, O’Neill’s images were 
staged and perfected, meaning that the images would be her main communication tool and the text 
under the images, as Barthes explains, would be there to get a precise restatement. As Kress and Van 
Leeuwen discusses, Barthes described images as ‘windows on the world’ and the verbal text served to 
identify and interpret (Kress, Van Leeuwen 1996: 18). Kress and Van Leeuwen argue that illustrations 
are more dominant. Nowadays, one could argue that images have become more dominant when it 
comes to communicating messages on social media.  
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4.3.2 Credibility 
Another term Kress and Van Leeuwen discuss is credibility: “One of the crucial issues in 
communication is the question of the reliability of messages” (Kress, Van Leeuwen, 1996: 154). 
According to Kress and Van Leeuwen, we attach more credibility to some kinds of messages than to 
others. They give an explanation that today we believe that photographs do not lie, even though 
photoshop is being used regularly. “Particularly relevance to the visual, we regard our sense of sight 
as more reliable than our sense of hearing” (Kress, Van Leeuwen, 1996: 154). The expression 'I saw 
with my own eyes', is a classic example that people use their sight to emphasize their credibility. What 
is interesting is that Kress and Van Leeuwen not only question ‘the realness’, or the credibility of an 
image, but the person behind the image: “Unfortunately, we also know that, while the camera may not 
lie – or not much, at any rate – those who use it and its images can and do” (Kress, Van Leeuwen, 
1996: 154). As they argue the question of the truth and reality can remain uncertain in images, it is 
similar to our case study of how Essena O’Neill, who reveals the story behind an otherwise picture-
perfect online image, is still questioned when it comes to her credibility. Do we trust the information 
we receive, the image and the message attached to the picture or do we treat it with circumspection? 
Kress and Van Leeuwen argue that we have to be able to make decisions on what we receive and that 
we trust more than being skeptic: “We interact as relatively reliable guides to the truth or factuality of 
messages” (Kress, Van Leeuwen, 1996: 154). One could say about Instagram pictures, that it is a 
matter of power and popularity. Like Kress and Van Leeuwen claims, sign-makers express the 
meanings they wish to express whether it is truth and falsehood, fact and fiction, credibility and 
unreliability.   
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5.0 Analysis 
 
5.1.0 Introduction to Analysis 
The primary aim with the analysis is to investigate how the informants perceive the reveal of the ugly 
truth on Instagram, by connecting the empirical data and the already established theories. The 
discussions in the focus group interview were partially initiated by us, based on different relevant 
topics concerning our research area, following an open dialogue between the informants and topics that 
they find interesting. We aim to get an insight into how they perceive Instagram and what they use it 
for, therefore the themes that the analysis is divided in are based on the relevant topics. Firstly, we will 
be introducing the informants and explain how and why they use Instagram. Secondly, we will 
investigate what choices behind having a public/private Instagram account can mean. Furthermore, the 
theme will be followed by the sender and how to relate to the sender, which leads us to talking about 
attention and validation; about staying relevant and narcissism. Thereafter, we will be looking into self-
representation; as we were granted permission by the informants to access their Instagram profiles. 
This gave us the opportunity to look into how the informants claim they present themselves by using 
different tools on social media, and if it corresponds to how they actually appear. Lastly, we will look 
into the informants’ perceptions and thoughts in regards to the case study, Essena O’Neill, which was 
presented to the informants during the focus group interview. 
 
5.2 A Presentation of the Informants 
We will start this analysis of with a quick overview of the subgroup and their use of Instagram.   
 
Linda is 23 years old and study at Roskilde University. Her idea of Instagram is that it is an aesthetic 
platform. She mostly uses it to post something aesthetically pleasing. Pictures of nature, animals, big 
cities, celebrities and bloggers. She follows a lot of travel blogs, because she dreams of traveling more. 
 
Mathilda is 21 years old, an exchange student from Italy who studies English. She does not have 
Instagram. Her idea of Instagram revolves around pictures and photography. She says that most people 
use it to post pictures of their daily life, or to like other people's pictures or to post their own pictures as 
well. 
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Karen is 23 years old, and studies at Roskilde University as well. When asked of her idea of Instagram, 
the first thing she says is "self-representation": “It is a place where you can present yourself the way 
you want to be presented by using different tools such as filters, right kind of lightning and angles” 
(Appendix D: 9). She mainly follows bloggers. 
 
Anna is 23 years old and studies Marketing and Communication at Syddansk Universitet. She uses 
Instagram for inspiration and equally posts pictures that she finds inspiring. Anything from fashion, 
make-up, interior design etc. is something that speaks to her. 
 
Sandra is 24 years old and studies to become a social worker. As to her idea of Instagram she highly 
agrees with Anna, that it is a source of inspiration. She mentions, that she feels, that it is quite selective 
what people post. She also mentions, that it is used for "self-promotion". She uses it for food 
inspiration, fashion, and follows comedians, public figures etc. She mentions the celebrity family, the 
Kardashian's, as a big fascination2, since she follows all of them, yet she finds it quite embarrassing to 
admit, because they are "quite exaggerated in their way of living" (Appendix D: 11). 
 
Linda and Karen agree that the Kardashian's are also one of their "guilty pleasures" as they mostly 
promote a shallow lifestyle.  
 
5.3 Privatization or Personality  
Using the theoretical terms by Cerra and James will contribute to get a comprehension of the self when 
presented online, which is relevant when outlining the reasons behind having a public or private 
Instagram profile, and displaying your personality or avoiding it on Instagram. Here it is interesting to 
also see how different opinions the informants have on how private Instagram is, and what they are 
comfortable with putting up on their account. 
 
                                                
2 Notorious from the reality TV show "Keeping Up with the Kardashians", first aired in 2007. The 
show has followed the family through 12 seasons, and have managed to still be a remarkable force 
within pop-culture today. 
http://www.vanityfair.com/hollywood/2016/04/keeping-up-with-the-kardashians-season-12-premiere-
review 
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As we have stated, Cerra and James' study of the virtual world revealed that respondents are torn 
between believing that the virtual world has less privacy than the real world while some disagree (Cerra 
& James, 2012: 5).As Cerra and James’ ethnographic study has showcased, our informants experienced 
the very same thing: “Well, I think I just wanna share my picture, so I don’t care - I mean I upload 
them for people to see, so I don’t see why it should be private. Cause it’s nothing personal or anything, 
so, for me it doesn’t matter” (Appendix D: 14). Anna explains that she does not see the logic behind 
posting something which should be kept private. She posts it for people to see, and since this in her 
opinion is not personal, it is irrelevant who sees it. 
 
As we have stated with Cerra and James' mirror theory, we are from a formative age, like Narcissus, 
enthralled by our own image thinking that it is a superior version of reality and this is where we first 
show signs of self-consciousness, which is where the ego derives from. Yet, it is an attractive image of 
ourselves that we put up. In Cerra and James' description of Presentation, it is explained: 
“Polarizing opinions and charged emotional reactions reflect the inherent complexity of presentation 
(…) Human beings strive for security and significance, two primal needs that remain with us through 
our lives. (…) But the quest for significance is at least partly influenced by our ability to project an 
attractive image to others” (Cerra & James, 2012: 39). 
  
As we have stated earlier, presentation is a reflection of people's image in which they are in control of, 
and therefore is in control of how they are perceived. One could argue that Anna's take on privatization 
on Instagram is a combination of a natural, humanistic strive for obtaining security and significance 
from her online followers. Furthermore, Anna elaborates on the lack of personality displayed on her 
account, when asked whether or not she thinks that her profile is a mirror of her: “No, I would not say. 
I would say people who go to my Instagram they wouldn't get really an image of me or idea of my 
personality” (Appendix D: 15).  
 
Anna does not privatize her account, yet she still states that the people who see her account do not get 
the true image of her or her personality. Again, we see that the way Anna chooses to present herself on 
Instagram is modified since she is in control of the people's perception of her. This could be an 
explanation of her relaxed take on not privatizing her account, but subconsciously putting herself out 
on public display, in an attempt to get validation from her followers. Karen on the other hand does 
  28 
think that it reflects her, yet it is a more presentable side of her. Karen is the only informant who has a 
private account:  
 
“Because I think that the stuff I put up there is private. Like it’s not extremely private because my 
friends can of course see it or the ones that follow me, but I like to know who is following me (...) So I 
feel like it’s to a certain degree it is private, but it’s not that I don’t want to show anybody, I just don’t 
want to show people that I don’t know and I like to keep track of like who is looking through my 
pictures, I guess.” (Appendix D: 14).  
 
And when asked the question whether or not she thinks that her account is a true representation of 
herself, she mentions:  
 
“Yeah, I feel like mine reflects me. I don’t post that many pictures and I don’t post any selfies, but - 
because it’s about my life, it’s about what I do and where I am in a vacation, for example. So I think it 
reflects - to some degree. Of course, you put a filter on it and make better” (Appendix D: 15).  
 
As with the case of Cerra and James' ethnography participants, some of those chose to disassociate 
from social media because they did not want to be categorized as ‘one of those people’. Although 
Karen does have an Instagram, merely because she seeks inspiration and has a fear of missing out, she 
still keeps it private. It could be argued that the reason behind keeping her profile not public, is partly 
because she finds the content private, but also because she does not want to be categorized as ‘one of 
those people’ who is an validation-seeking individual on Instagram. She is very aware of Instagram 
being a platform for self-representation, which was the first word she used to describe the media.  
However, still strategically, making sure of being in control of how people perceive her by being rather 
selective of who gets to follow her, and thus decides who and how people get a certain impression of 
her.  
 
“When this significance is attained or threatened, our conditioned emotional response is pride or self-
consciousness” (Cerra & James, 2012: 9). Cerra and James argue that for instance when people on 
social media are in lack of control of who gets to see what is uploaded, one of the consequences is a 
sense of pride or self-consciousness. An example they presented is with Facebook when it comes to 
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tagging pictures of your friends. Here you are in lack of control of what is uploaded, even though you 
can remove your tag. When the picture your friends upload of you does not correspond with image of 
your mirror image and how you perceive yourself, it can result in a sense of self-consciousness. This 
can be related to why some users have a non-public account, in our case, Karen, where she is in charge 
of the information that is shared on who it is shared with. 
 
The sense of pride and self-consciousness is also evident in a different way with Linda. Her Instagram 
is public, yet she also shows some similarities with Karen by expressing that she is not there for the 
validation. Instagram provides the users with a tool called ‘hashtag’ to get more likes and/or more 
followers. When asked if they use hashtags, Linda explains how she does use hashtags, yet likes to 
keep an ironic distance from them, by making long and rare hashtags which rarely gets to be searched 
on: 
 
“Noo, but I don’t really think I know how to use them. I think it’s funny to - I don’t know - I uh - ugh! 
It’s a bit too much of a like-hunting to me if there is twenty hashtags. That’s not why I’m on Instagram. 
At least I’d like to think so” (Appendix D: 16). 
 
Studying the last part of Linda’s quote closely, her pride as well as her self-consciousness is present; 
she likes to believe that the reason why she is on Instagram is not because she seeks validation.  
Hereafter, the conversation changes its direction to who they chose to follow on social media.  
 
5.4 Online Communication: The Credibility of the Sender 
This section is about how the informants relate to a sender on Instagram. It also involves the 
informants’ trust and distrust to a sender’s credibility. As mentioned in the theory section, the sense of 
credibility of the sender is relevant in terms of how and whether young women feel that they relate to 
others on social media. Already from the beginning of the interview, we hear the informants relating 
themselves to others on Instagram. But when asked about the source, some of the informants agree that 
they do not reflect on whom the sender is. 
If it is a profile they want to follow, then the sender is being reviewed, in order to decide whether it is a 
person they want to follow or not. One of the informants, Sandra, mentions that there are some people 
on Instagram that she is less ashamed of following:  “I think there are some people that I’m a little bit 
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more - not ashamed of - that I follow… And uh, they don’t have like a message, or maybe always, like, 
something clever to say” (Appendix D: 11). When following a person’s profile on Instagram, others 
can see that you are following that person. Therefore, it can influence other people’s perception of your 
virtual identity on social media. 
  
As one of the focus points of our study lies within the informants relation to a sender's credibility, this 
will be further examined. As Cerra and James argue, the role of trust in society has changed in today’s 
world because of social media. Throughout the interview we get a sense of how the informants have a 
perception of what they see as the real world and the virtual world. But Instagram profiles such as 
O’Neill’s, question the credibility of a truthful person on social media. Thereby it likewise questions 
what and where the real and the virtual world is located (Cerra & James, 2012: 41). 
  
We find the informants to have a critical attitude towards the senders on Instagram. One could argue 
that the informants do in fact compare and relate themselves to others people’s images, in which they 
become blinded by the fact that they are relating themselves to false identities. The sender's fake 
statement about being real and truthful, manipulates their ‘real’ world. This means that the informants 
are somewhat aware of the difference between an offline identity and virtual identity, but simply 
choose to ignore the change, because the virtual world is more favorable in terms of how they 
themselves want to be perceived. Looking at the informants’ discussion about famous profiles, they do 
believe that many have somewhat fake identities, however, they still follow them and are interested in 
viewing their photographs on Instagram.   
In extension of Goffman’s theory, it seems that the informants have to cope with multiple roles or 
identities in their everyday lives and thereby virtual and real identities will become connected at some 
point, where we do not reckon the difference in the senders’ identities. 
  
As Cerra and James claim in their theory, as well as our informants, people can become attached to 
their social media, feeling a need to view images from other people. Not just a need to view the 
photographs, but even further feel that they have to follow other people in fear of missing out. As 
previously mentioned one of the informants described that she truly thought that she was ‘being used’ 
although she herself was the one to click follow. Therefore, the following consequences are that we do 
not decide what we want to like of images or profiles. We are somewhat forced in our real world to 
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update ourselves in the virtual world to follow up on our society today. One could argue that it is the 
sender's manipulation of their identities on social media that creates uncertainty in their follower's self-
representation on social media.  
 
Distrust still comes to mind when comparing the offline and the virtual identity for our informants. As 
we see in the interview, the informants therefore differentiate between offline and online by e.g. 
viewing a sender’s picture or an entire profile, to be perfect to be true. They believe that they are all 
aware of when something is unreal because of their comparison of themselves, their own images and 
the sender's images. When the informants were asked if it is a standard for social media and Instagram 
in particular, to post photoshopped images and to deny it, the response becomes a comparison about 
themselves with the sender. (Appendix D: 19). If we look at Cerra and James’ theory, this can be 
related to the informants in the way that they do identify senders based on relations and similarities, if 
they are ‘like us’ even though they know their profile or images are manipulated with. It is here we see 
that identifying a sender becomes a trigger for trustworthiness: “When people analyze, it is done based 
on relations and similarities, as well as interest and excitement. The closer the relation, the more one 
know, the better the chances of assessing trustworthiness becomes” (Cerra & James, 2012: 41). It does 
not matter whether the sender has a real identity or not, if the follower can relate, then credibility is 
earned by the sender. As mentioned by the informants, and even in Kress and Van Leeuwen’s theory 
about credibility in images, it is a matter of power and popularity. As aforementioned in the theory 
section, sign-makers express the meanings they wish to deliver, whether it is meanings of truth and 
falsehood, fact and fiction, credibility and unreliability. It seems that our informants can trust what they 
see yet still be skeptical: “We interact as relatively reliable guides to the truth or factuality of 
messages” (Kress, Van Leeuwen, 1996: 154). As we see in the interview, when celebrities like the 
Kardashian’s and even Essena O’Neill are posting images and writing a hashtag such as 
#Iwokeuplikethis, our informants might actually not trust the sender entirely. This reaction can be 
caused by the fact that the senders are altering the truth. For some of our informants, such as Sandra, 
the image becomes too perfect and does not correspond with the hashtag: 
“They make me feel like a little bit: oh, so she has no makeup, she just woke up, but she still looks good, 
still perfect, still good eyebrows and stuff like that and I don’t look like that in the morning, so it comes 
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back a little bit too, okay maybe I don’t know why I feel like that, but for me the message doesn’t really 
go through because I still feel like there is a hype around it as well” (Appendix D: 20). 
One could argue that it is a positive fact that our informants are able to be critical towards something 
that seems too unreal. Yet they still choose to follow people whose credibility they question, this could 
be because they are manipulated to think that there is some credibility connected to the sender. Kress 
and Van Leeuwen describe this issue: “Unfortunately, we also know that, while the camera may not lie 
– or not much, at any rate – those who use it and its images can and do” (Kress, Van Leeuwen, 1996: 
154). Our informants can see that a sender like Essena O’Neill is not a real or honest communicator, 
and social media is not the real life, however following the people who modify their virtual identities 
have become an accepted tendency in today’s society. Despite the fact that virtual identities may not be 
perceived as credible, showing the more perfected version of one’s identity seems to be the most 
efficient way to gain attention.  
5.5 The Search for Attention and Validation 
Some senders on Instagram are particularly good at seducing and entertaining the audience, and staying 
relevant at all times. An example of this was quickly brought up at the focus group interview, namely 
the Kardashian’s. This highly debated celebrity family is a great example of how people can live off 
being famous for simply staying relevant. Since they got famous for sharing their lavish and dramatic 
lives, they have managed to become public icons although many argue that none of the Kardashian’s 
have ‘talents’ in the classic sense.  
 
Our informants agreed that beside inspiration, the reason why most of these young girls followed 
multiple Kardashian members, is a question of not missing out. As Karen explained:  
 
“It’s also because you don’t want to miss out. Like, ‘cause in the beginning I didn’t follow them, 
because - I guess I was kind of embarrassed but I did watch the TV show (laughs). Then one of my 
friends was like ‘Oh, did you see Kylie Jenner’s - lips! Or something’ (laugh around the table) 
Probably, and I was like ‘No, because I don’t wanna follow her’. And then I was like, I don’t want to 
miss out on anything because it’s... You know, she has so many followers and it’s what some people 
talk about, and you wanna be able to join the conversation, I guess. And know what it’s about” 
(Appendix D: 12). 
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The Kardashian’s go to the extremes to stay relevant, such as Kim Kardashian who regularly posts 
naked photos to gain attention. Basically they live by the saying: bad attention is better than no 
attention, and many people dislike and criticize them for it. As previously mentioned our informants 
also brought up the label ‘guilty pleasure’ when discussing the Kardashian’s. Goffman speaks of this 
concept of staying relevant (Goffman, 1959: 40) and living with this performance front (Goffman, 
1959: 32-34), which is exactly what we see in examples as the Kardashian’s or Essena O’Neill. Staying 
relevant is interesting in the sense that it is a circle of the public figures only being relevant for as long 
as they are a subject of conversation, and the informants describing that one gets intrigued to follow 
these people simply because they are being discussed. These celebrities would not be compelling if it 
was not for their fans as well as their non-supporters. Again, bad attention is better than no attention for 
these types of it-celebrities. Finally, after the informants have been talking skeptically about this topic, 
Sandra comes with an explanation for why she is following these public figures being as simple as: 
“it’s still entertaining” (Appendix D: 12). 
 
O’Neill was not only living with, but made a living off, Goffman’s term front, and here it becomes 
interesting what is real identity and what is pure performance. Goffman argues in his theory that there 
is not only one real identity, but that we have different performances in different settings (Goffman, 
1959: 32-34). He sees everyday life in itself being a setting for self-staging (Goffman, 1959: 77-78), 
which today’s media has strongly contributed to. Also, if one is constantly playing a role, doing a 
certain performance, then that role might at some point become the ‘real’ identity since it is the identity 
that is being lived at the majority of the time and the performer starts believing so much in the 
performance (Goffman, 1959: 28). 
 
While some people manage to make a living off staying relevant on the social media, most of us are not 
spending time on our profiles in order to make money of promoting our lifestyles. Yet it seems that 
many people, including our informants, do share pictures from their everyday life on social media. But 
why is it that we do so? Our informant Anna contributed with her thoughts on the matter:  
 
“I think it’s for a lot of people to see how many followers they can get or how many likes their picture 
can get. And they post pictures they know that will get a lot of likes. Maybe girls will post pictures with 
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not so much clothes on, or something to get a lot of likes and followers, because it’s some kind of - uhm 
- it’s important for them and yeah, I don’t know why. I know some people who feel that way” 
(Appendix D: 16). 
 
This explanation of using social media in the search for validation is the very essence of Cerra and 
James’ theory that claims it to be a necessity for human beings. They connect the need for validation to 
narcissism and how we from early childhood get a reflection of ourselves in the mirror as a superior 
version of our ‘real’ selves (Cerra & James, 2012: 3-4). This is their explanation as to why we strive for 
the perfected picture of ourselves, which today’s many social medias offers countless abilities for 
creating. The sharing of an individual’s informations, check-in’s, videos, etc. show a lot about the 
personality, or at least who you wish to be seen as, and with an application such as Instagram it gives 
you the opportunity to change the very picture of yourself or your life, adding filters, better lights, 
highlights, shadows - basically a perfected version of the real picture, a perfected version of yourself 
and your way of living. 
The informant Linda agrees about the tendency of people striving for validation, as she brings up the 
classic Instagram hashtags: “It’s a bit too much of a like-hunting to me if there is twenty hashtags. 
That’s not why I’m on Instagram. At least I’d like to think so. It’s not a game for me, in that way to see 
how many I can get” (Appendix D: 16). There seems to be an agreement within the focus group, that 
many people take online self-representation very seriously: “Like this kind of photos where it’s not her 
taking them, I’m - I keep thinking like who is doing them cause then they’re, like, really set up” 
(Appendix D: 17), says Linda, and underlines the point that these people must ‘really care’ about their 
Instagram profiles.  
In addition to these thoughts on superior and perfected self-representation for validation, this analysis 
will look into how they present themselves on social media. 
 
5.6 Online Self-Representation 
One of the themes that were ever so present in the focus group interview was the notion of self-
representation. When the informants were asked to say the first thing they associated with Instagram, 
more than half of them answered representation of one’s self. The notion of ‘filters’ and ‘lighting’ 
which are tools that can make a picture more presentable, were at first brushed over by some of the 
informants, however, some did later admit manipulating with the lighting of the pictures before sharing 
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them. One of the informants, Anna, particularly emphasized that she does not want the image of herself 
to be manipulated in any way:  
 
“I don’t really use filters but more edit the contrast or the lightning or.. It’s still close to the original 
but a little bit prettier. But if it’s pictures of myself I like to keep them as they are. Because I don’t want 
people to meet me in real life and be like (starts laughing) ‘oh you’re that!’... I don’t wanna give a fake 
image of myself” (Appendix D: 16).  
 
Because the informants all agreed to letting us access their Instagram accounts, in Appendix A there is 
a picture of the same informant who claimed she did not manipulate or retouch the pictures of herself 
(See Appendix A). For the eyes that are familiar with Instagram, it is clear that the particular picture 
included in our appendix has in fact been retouched by using a more appealing filter. What the filters 
on Instagram do is to provide the users with a wide range of ‘color schemes’ that the user can choose 
from. Most of the filters make the object or the subject of the frame look more appealing. For example, 
some of the filters can enhance unwanted facial details. To demonstrate this, we have provided an 
example of this though we had to blur it in order to keep the anonymity of our informants (See 
Appendix B). 
 
Anna continued to claim that she does not want her own image to appear ‘fake’ which is why she 
chooses not to filter her pictures. However, she has no problem adding filters to her other pictures that 
could be of food, travel, etc. The fact that her Instagram account shows a contradiction to what she 
earlier claimed, brings us to Cerra & James’ theory on identity and how human beings present 
themselves. Cerra & James argue that creating the perfect image is not solely about oneself but also 
about how other perceive us (Cerra & James, 2011: 34).  
 
Taking the informant, Anna, as an example again, her account is public which means it can be accessed 
by anybody, and she is the only informant who has more than a thousand followers on Instagram which 
is an indication of popularity. Technically speaking, the way a ‘following’ works is that you need to 
keep your blog updated and do so with appealing pictures in order to gain, as well as keep, followers. 
Furthermore, one could argue that Anna’s way of using Instagram, could be because she is 
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subconsciously seeking recognition or attention from others, since she is keeping her Instagram very 
updated. 
 
Cerra and James state that people are coping more and more with multiple roles or identities, and this 
leads to a conflict of the ego and therefore a strive to creating a superior image than the actual one 
(Cerra & James, 2011: 33). This is evident in Anna’s case, as well as another informant, Karen, who 
states:  
 
“You can um, present yourself, the way you wanna be presented. You use certain filters and the right 
lighting and angle and - not that it’s necessarily a bad thing, but I think it’s very much a tool you can 
make or you can use in order to represent yourself through the way that you wanna be represented” 
(Appendix D: 19). 
 
This brings us to the notion of ‘self-promoting’ or ‘self-promotion’, or as Goffman called 
‘idealization’, which refers to showing only what is ideal; what is preferred and what is good 
(Goffman, 1959: 44). Sandra puts it this way: “It’s also very selective what people put there (…) and 
also the thing where you can filter pictures, make them look prettier. So yeah. Like self-promoting and 
stuff”(Appendix D: 9). A crucial word here is ‘selective’ and very accurate for Instagram because the 
information you share is very selective and this highlights Goffman’s ‘idealization’ concept.  
 
As allowed by our informants, we took a look at their Instagram accounts, and in Karen’s case, we 
found another contradiction. As previously mentioned, she admits using filters and light adjustments in 
order to make pictures look more appealing. We took a look at her Instagram account as well and her 
claim was confirmed. Karen has almost 300 posts and on-and-off she uses filter or lighting adjustment, 
however the pictures still remain fairly natural and believable. Karen claims during the interview: “I 
don’t feel that my social media persona is that much more different than my personal self” (Appendix 
D: 25). These updates revolves around themes as travelling, family, friends, apartment and furniture. 
She does not have many pictures of herself - selfies. As her profile was the only one from our 
informants that was private, and as she stated, she wants to know who sees the pictures she posts, we 
read her visual adjustments as not those for gaining the public confirmation, but rather having an 
aesthetic sense. She continues with a humorous way when it comes to discussing the lighting on the 
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pictures: “My boyfriend sometimes gets annoyed at me because I take pictures of the food and he’s like 
‘arhh can you just eat already and not have to like…’ It’s not that I bring in a lamp to light it up but...” 
(Appendix D: 27). 
Sandra claims that she is not active on Instagram in the sense that she uploads pictures, rather she has a 
profile for, as explained in her own words ‘stalking’ purposes, where see checks profiles of different 
people and gets information and inspiration on the platform. She states that filters are a part of the 
Instagram concept and being the part of our lives: “I think it’s also in the concept of Instagram. I don’t, 
I mean like a Instagram filter and I also think on Iphone and stuff it’s also about filters. It’s more and 
more about filters everywhere I guess” (Appendix D: 26). Her main point is that receivers and users of 
Instagram has to be aware of the fact that people are applying filters on their pictures. However, we 
cannot judge from her posts as her account, by her own words, consists of only two pictures that are at 
least two years old. Yet, she is active when it comes to being a follower.  
 
Linda reveals a new point prior to discussion. She talks about a new phenomenon of people posting 
pictures about themselves that they do not like: “I actually did post a picture, when I was sick once, 
uhm and I think it’s like, it is almost the new Instagram to post all the things you don’t like about 
yourself” (Appendix D: 20). This reveals new trends of users, when the general opinion is to publish 
the best side of you, yet the discussion might again lead to, how real that is? There was a certain point 
in the interview where we asked the informants if they are themselves online and one of the responses 
brings an intriguing idea on the table, when Linda replies giggling: “I’m not myself online” (Appendix 
D: 25), followed by a unanimous laughter around the table. This reveals that Linda is in fact aware of 
how her identity is expressed online, yet she takes an ironic distance to the question by laughing at her 
own revelation and the unanimous laughter between the informants shows that Linda’s statement, about 
not being herself online, is something they all relate to.  
 
5.7.0 Essena O’Neill 
The following section of the analysis will consist of a further investigation into how the informants 
view the Instagram profile of Essena O’Neill based on some pictures from the profile that we chose to 
present while conducting the focus group interview. What are their reactions when presented with the 
pictures alone, and later on presented to the same pictures including the captions of written text 
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in the study will be used in connection to looking further into which discourse is existing amongst the 
informants concerning the drastic change of Essena O’Neill’s online identity, and the thoughts in terms 
of how her transformation process and the way she chooses to communicate her image, is perceived. 
 
While conducting the interview we first decided to present three pictures, which we had screenshot 
from Essena O’Neill’s Instagram profile (Appendix C), to the informants. Here the focus was merely 
on the pictures and none of the captions were visible to the informants. Linda is the first informant to 
comment on the pictures: “How does she take these pictures? Or who takes them? Very happy… hmm.. 
Is she on vacation?” (Appendix D: 17). There seems to be a general shared opinion amongst the five 
informants that the pictures are set up and overly thought through and one of the other informants, 
Sandra, adds a comment to the pictures by saying: “I feel it is self-promoting at its best or like at least 
trying to be” (Appendix D: 18). Maria says: 
 
“I think she wants to try to show her daily life, but I guess the pictures that she posts on Instagram are 
not the first they take of her. Like she is just trying to take her best angle and to show people how good 
she is or what she is doing (...) Hmm with the pictures looks like she must be famous and a blogger or 
something or uhmm. So she also does that to promote herself and to attract other people cus if she’s 
already famous there must be many people interested in her life and see what she’s doing now and 
where is she on vacation or...” (Appendix D: 18).  
 
As mentioned earlier in the study, Goffman talks about how we as people take up a role when we form 
our identity. Even based on the snippet of O’Neill’s Instagram that we showed the informants, there is 
a clear sense of her being a blogger or a model, which in fact is also what Essena O’Neill started out to 
be. Goffman claims that we strive to live up to this role, which O’Neill did for a very long time before 
posting the truth behind her pictures. 
 
When we asked Anna to elaborate on why she does not feel like the pictures are sincere she expressed 
the following:  
“Because it just looks too perfect. I mean she could have just been at home all day and have a normal 
boring life and just taken her boyfriend or whoever takes these pictures to the beach. Use an hour to 
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get the best picture and then going home again, so I just think, that not necessarily everything you see 
on Instagram or bloggers like this, that it’s true” (Appendix D: 19). 
In relation to this quote, one can say that Essena O’Neill’s Instagram profile is being viewed as a 
performance from the beginning, as Goffman explains, the front defines the situation for those who 
observe the performance. Essena O’Neill has had the power to determine from the beginning what front 
she would show her audience, and it seems that although the informants are critical of how she portrays 
a too perfect lifestyle, it is still this notion of someone who shares these sort of pictures, that has stuck 
with her. The fact that she already has this front from the beginning is something that also plays a 
significant role in how she seems not credible after revealing the ‘truth’ behind her Instagram pictures. 
This is something that will be further elaborated in this section of the analysis. 
 
Looking at the overall opinions of the informants, it is clear that there is a consensus amongst the five 
girls that the pictures we presented to them represented a person who cares mostly about promoting 
herself from the best possible angle. In relation to this the theory by Cerra and James and the notion of 
‘the mirror image’ is relevant in order to look further into the claims by the informants and what the 
possible thoughts behind them are. The self-image that Essena O’Neill presents through her pictures 
goes back to what Cerra and James addresses; the notion of Narcissus falling in love with himself. 
Somehow the viewers of her pictures can see through the picture-perfect reflection and see that it is in 
fact a person who is quite self aware and trying hard to look as good as possible.    
 
After the informants discussed the presented pictures, we revealed the background story of Essena 
O’Neill and presented them with the captions that followed the pictures and additionally, they were 
given the chance to view her profile as well. Even after having revealed the captions, wherein Essena 
O’Neill explains the ugly truth behind her perfect pictures and how social media cannot be trusted 
whilst using herself as an example of how modified an online image can be from the truth, the 
informants were still highly critical of Essena O’Neill and the way she drastically changed her image 
(Appendix C). 
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5.7.1 Old Setting, New Performance 
In order to look closer into this, firstly we can say that Essena O’Neill’s Instagram is in this context 
what Goffman would describe as being the ‘setting’ where people act out their performance. The 
performance is on for as long as people are in that specific setting, but after leaving the setting the 
performance/act is being left as well. In relation to our research area and looking into the challenges 
that may occur when changing one’s online identity, this is relevant as Essena O’Neill did not leave 
Instagram as she originally claimed she would. After having read the captions out loud for the 
informants, the paradox described above is in fact discussed amongst the informants. We read out the 
whole caption of one photo (Appendix C, picture 2) and Sandra had some specific thoughts on this:  
 
“ (...) But if you are still here, you are not outside walking on the grass bare footed and you know 
enjoying the weather but you still spend time saying this and giving this message to people, then i feel 
like it’s a little bit fake again. Because you know it’s also still like reaching out to a target group of 
people or like a fan or someone should buy something. I mean if you don’t care then why are you 
spending so much time yeah” (Appendix D: 23). 
 
In this quote by Sandra, she is clearly not convinced by O’Neill’s efforts to try and change her virtual 
identity and image and the message she is trying to convey. The thoughts that are expressed here are 
connected to what Goffman explained about the notion of a performance, O’Neill has not left the 
setting in which her original performance was given, and therefore, regardless of what is communicated 
through the performance, the setting remains the same and the new message gets lost in translation. 
O’Neill is still being perceived as a performer in the given setting. One could say that had she indeed 
deleted her Instagram completely as she claimed she would, and not have put so much effort into 
showing her ‘new’ identity, her self intended message may have had a better chance of being realized. 
But as she stayed in the same setting, her new image seems to give the impression that it is merely 
another role; as Goffman describes it, one that she then strives to live up to when forming her new 
identity. When looking at the challenges that may occur when transforming a virtual identity, it is 
interesting to hear what Karen has on her mind as she is the only girl from the focus group who did not 
only already know of Essena O’Neill beforehand, but also followed her on Instagram. 
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“I think for me, what annoys me is that I actually followed her before and I think I also watched her 
channel sometimes, she had a Youtube channel. And then it was all over the media ‘Essena O’ Neill is 
shutting down her blog or her Instagram’ and she said so herself, and then she’s promoting like a new 
site. I think it makes her kinda, uhm, not trustworthy (...)” (Appendix D: 24).  
 
Here the term presented by Goffman personal front can help us to get an understanding of the way 
Karen’s perception of O’Neill changed so drastically. O’Neill, who in this context is the performer, 
changed the signifying items which is what she posted on her profile originally such as fashion tips, 
etc., that were the things that made it possible for the audience, here including Karen, to identify with 
the performer. Karen elaborates on the above: 
 
“(...) Because she said herself that; ‘I’m gonna like turn off the social media’ and you know all those 
things that you read up. But like you said (addressing Sandra) now you’re just promoting something 
new. And of course it’s better to promote veganism than you know perfect bodies, but she’s still using 
social media to obtain something” (Appendix D: 24).  
 
Again we see a parallel to what Goffman addresses in terms of identity and how a performance can be 
successful whether honest or dishonest, yet being in the area of extremes may not be advisable. This 
point is also being discussed by the informants, e.g. Linda explains some thoughts on social media: 
“But also like it’s sorta working in the binaries, like to the extremes. To the ugly and the stuff we don’t 
want to speak about and then the things we love to see and to speak about” (Appendix D: 20). In this 
quote it becomes evident that perhaps going from one extreme to another can in fact hurt a performance 
rather than helping it, regardless of how morally correct the new message is, as in Essena O’Neill’s 
example; being vegan shows that she cares about other beings on the planet rather than just herself and 
beauty. Linda agrees with Karen on the statement that it is indeed a good cause but she also addresses 
the issue in the following:  
 
“It seemed like she just changed her identity, instead of being beautiful now it’s ‘I’m a vegan’, I mean 
she’s just picking a new brand and perhaps trying to be more trustworthy by saying this is wrong or 
whatever. But it kinda back flipped for me” (Appendix D: 25).  
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This statement can be related to Goffman’s theory on why a performance can seem false and one of the 
reasons, which is also expressed by the informants, is how almost anyone can in fact learn a script to 
give the audience some sense of what they see as real. The fact that Linda claimed O'Neill's 
transformation to have backflipped, shows that Linda sees it as a stunt. By choosing a popular focus 
such as veganism, O’Neill somewhat makes sure that her audience gets to hear about something that is 
relevant for the time being, and thus she gains attention, which ultimately makes Essena O’Neill’s new 
agenda and its purpose being questioned by the informants.     
 
5.7.2 Counter-Reaction 
In relation to the above, a term which is mentioned in the interview is “modreaktion”, which is a 
Danish word used by the informants that can be translated to a ‘counter-reaction’. The term is brought 
up whilst discussing their arguments for being critical towards Essena O’Neill’s change of image and 
generally the tendency of people on social media wanting to break with the ‘picture-perfect’ image and 
instead revealing a more honest image. Karen explains:  
 
“I think it’s for me it’s, uhm, a mix. The personal experience that you know that you can represent 
yourself the way you wanna be seen, but it’s also because I think now there’s kinda a “modreaktion” 
(makes a quote marks motion with hands) to the whole perfect Instagram thing that, you know, I think 
there’s a lot of Instagram profiles now that put up, uhm, pictures with their tummies that are you know, 
not the skinniest tummies. And they’re being like ‘This is the real me, I don’t want to, uhm, have to 
stand up to some ideals or whatever’. So I think there’s kinda a reaction that’s going against the whole  
perfect life-thing” (Appendix D: 19).  
 
In this conversation we see that the background knowledge regarding image changes on social media 
also plays a role in the informants critique of O’Neill’s transformation, this is again connected to the 
performances that are acted out in specific settings, and therefore the message is not going through to 
the audience. Furthermore, this is also connected to what Cerra & James explain in their theory of The 
Mirror Image. Throughout the interview there seems to be a discourse in relation to celebrities on 
Instagram, in which they come across as insincere regardless of their efforts to show their true selves, 
without e.g. any filters and make up. Regardless of this, the matter of fact is that the viewers of the 
celebrities’ profiles, in our case Essena O’Neill, are aware of how easy it is to manipulate images and 
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thereby for instance showcasing a better version of yourself or to promote products for business 
purposes. The informants shortly touch upon whether Essena O’Neill perhaps promotes products via 
her profile, but do not further elaborate on it, which shows that this consideration does not seem to be 
relevant in terms of the perception of her online identity and credibility. As mentioned in the theory, 
The Mirror Image, the presentation of oneself is an essential component in the making of a virtual 
identity, as we deliberately create and show the images that we want for people to see and how we wish 
for ourselves to be perceived. 
 
5.7.3 The Miscommunication of Essena O’Neill’s Virtual Identity 
The above creates yet another argument for why O’Neill’s transformation was possibly subjected to 
criticism by our informants and this could also give us a potential closer look into the critique that 
spread against her in the general public. Some of the informants address how she could use this power 
and show the ugly side that she describes she has in one of the pictures we presented to the informants 
(appendix C, picture 3). Sandra:  
 
“(...) I would say first of all if she feels like this, how come she put those pictures there? Why not 
showing the picture where you have acne? Why not show the picture where you are I mean where you 
are like you were born? I feel like there’s also a statement in saying what she’s saying. Cus that’s also 
a little bit like a popular thought, you know? Not preaching but still have this clear missing like; so, we 
have to focus on Instagram and it’s not the real deal and stuff like that”  (Appendix D: 23).  
 
Here we see that there is a clear miscommunication from Essena O’Neill to the viewers on the other 
side. Sandra’s argument is related to when Cerra and James explain how an image is spawned by one’s 
own deliberate efforts. Therefore, in the case of our informants, changing the captions of the pictures 
does not have the intended effect as the visual image is so contradictory to the message written 
underneath it, and the images could have been changed in order for O’Neill to make herself seem 
credible. In relation to this critique we look deeper into the conversation amongst the informants about 
what they feel is communicated through the pictures we presented to them in relation to the rewritten 
captions. 
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5.7.4 Perception of a Staged Image 
Here the concept of connotation “what or who is represented here” and denotation “what ideas and 
values are expressed through what is represented, and trough the way in which it is represented” (Van 
Leeuwen, 2005: 37), presented earlier in the study by Roland Barthes is significant. When firstly 
looking at what the informants see in the different pictures, they come with remarks that show they find 
Essena O’Neill to portray a staged image. Linda expresses the following: “How does she take these 
pictures? Or who takes them? Very happy... hmm… is she on vacation?” (Appendix D: 17). Sandra also 
expresses her thoughts about the pictures: “Yeah I think this is very typical uhm I don’t know... Life’s 
perfect, I’m beautiful, I’m also rich because I have this beach in the background... I don’t know, that’s 
what comes to mind” (Appendix D: 18). 
Within these quotes we see that both the connotation and denotation are very colored by what has been 
discussed earlier in the analysis - that the informants simply see a woman who is forcing some overly 
happy image through to her audience, and the way in which she is doing so is by posting pictures that 
look very staged. In fact the informants do not separate between what they see in the presented pictures 
and what they think the message is. It is plausible that this is connected to the earlier mentioned term 
setting by Goffman, when introducing the pictures to the informants they could all see that the pictures 
were screenshots from an Instagram profile. Therefore, perhaps their opinions were already colored by 
how they have an awareness of the way in which pictures are displayed on Instagram, which in this 
context is the setting of the act. 
 
The term gaze presented by Kress and Van Leeuwen, is interesting to look at, because of how the 
informants did not in fact base their criticism towards Essena O’Neill on the picture, where she looks 
into the camera (Appendix C, picture 3). Although her whole image came off as fake, it was the 
pictures with her on the beach, seeming to enjoy life, that sparked the critical opinions of the 
informants. In the picture where O’Neill demonstrates eye contact with the viewer she is, as explained 
by Kress and Van Leeuwen, as a sender of a picture hereby demanding the viewer into an imaginary 
relation. On the contrary, in the other two pictures where O’Neill does not have eye contact with the 
viewer, these become easier to criticize as explained by Kress and Van Leeuwen they become 
‘specimens in a display case’ (Van Leeuwen, 2005: 120), which is indeed what one could argue 
happens when the informants are presented with the two photos where the gaze is not directed at the 
viewer. One might then wonder why the relation created by the picture where eye contact is indeed 
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made, does not succeed in making O’Neill seem more ‘real’, but here the caption consisting of written 
text underneath the picture plays a role. The denotation remains to be a girl smiling at the camera, 
however the connotation is highly affected by the text. What Barthes addresses in relation to the above, 
is the types of elaboration explained in the theory section, and here we see it as the one where the 
image comes first and hereafter a text that forms and defines the picture. This explains why the 
informants possibly, regardless of the gaze and possible imaginary relation that otherwise could have 
been established, still view her new image to be just as ‘fake’ and staged as her former image.  
 
5.7.5 Critique of Essena O’Neill’s Virtual Image 
It can be argued that perhaps Essena O’Neill’s intended message does not come through due to the 
clear visual message of happiness being displayed in the pictures on her profile contra the very critical 
views on her former self-representation and of social media in the written text underneath the very 
same pictures. One can claim that there are mixed messages within this form of communication and 
had O’Neill perhaps changed her pictures to match with the critique of her former self proclaimed 
‘fake’ virtual image, the informants would possibly be more receptive of the message that O’Neill is 
trying to express. This is connected to the term of misrepresentation presented by Goffman, where the 
audience will naturally question whether an act is real or false, or even more importantly, if the person 
behind the act is deemed unreliable, which is what we see in the case of O’Neill, where the act of her 
transformation backlashes and instead becomes a reason for discomfort amongst the informants who 
doubt the authenticity of her new image.    
 
Throughout the interview the informants do indeed address this issue, one of them, Anna says the 
following: “I think she would be more believable if she actually posted pictures of her acne or of her 
real body or something - if she did that afterwards instead of just quitting” (Appendix D: 25). This 
state of mind can be connected to the question of credibility which is addressed by Kress and Van 
Leeuwen (1996), namingly that although a picture might not lie, the person behind the picture, in our 
case the sender; Essena O’Neill, could still be dishonest with the message she is trying to convey. What 
is interesting here is to note that O’Neill herself actually wishes to convey that social media cannot be 
trusted and that the images are all glimpses of a fake happiness on social media. Nevertheless, given 
that she does not post the visual images that support this claim, and which in the opinion of the 
informants would make her seem more credible, her message is not properly conveyed or at least it is 
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not taken seriously but rather seen as a stunt to gain attention and validation. What Goffman also talks 
about is that in order for an act to be of significance for others, the interaction which is used to express 
a message is of importance. In the case of Essena O’Neill, based on the claims of the informants, one 
could imagine that there could perhaps arise a dramatic realization amongst the audience if O’Neill had 
posted the unflattering sides of herself that are not shown in the images on her profile, but that she 
instead only communicates via written text.    
 
As mentioned earlier in the study, Barthes describes images as ‘windows on the world’ and how the 
verbal text serves to identify and interpret (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 1996: 18). In relation to the case 
of O’Neill one can claim that she does indeed wish for people to interpret the text which is attached to 
her images according to the message she is trying to convey. A paradox that takes form here is that in 
doing so it seems that in the eyes of the receivers of the message, she comes across as quite persistent 
with her claims of how fake social media is, and also is self contradictory as she uses the same social 
media platform that she criticizes in order to reach out to the receivers, but without supplying visual 
images that support her claim. The written text that follows the pictures, is indeed interpreted by the 
viewers, but not in the way that O’Neill strives for. And as mentioned earlier in the analysis there 
seems to be a consensus amongst the informants that they do in fact see the good intentions behind her 
image transformation in terms of her promoting e.g. veganism instead of unrealistic body ideals, but the 
dramatic change of her online image does not have the intended effect on the informants but rather 
becomes reason for distrust of her persona. 
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6.0 Critical Discussion 
Based on our research concerning the chosen case study of Essena O’Neill and the analysis of the 
empirical data, we discovered that there is a sense of awareness of the fact that there are different ways 
of expressing your virtual identity. In some cases even to the extend that what is being portrayed could 
be deemed not credible. This applies to Essena O’Neill as well as the informants; the informants 
acknowledged this fact by questioning Essena O’Neill’s motives when they were shown the pictures 
from her profile. O’Neill also confirms this statement by revealing that the person she originally 
pretended to be on Instagram, was in fact not her real self but rather that she portrayed a constructed 
and fake image of a perfect life.  The informants also emphasized that there is a general tendency on 
social media when it comes to portraying a more ideal image of yourself. This is in relation to the 
presented hypothesis in the problem area, of how there is a discourse of people portraying modified 
versions of themselves online, which does not seem credible, proves that there indeed is a general 
understanding of how online images are communicated.  
  
Although most of the informants agreed that manipulating pictures of oneself is not acceptable, their 
personal Instagram accounts suggested otherwise. This brings out an interesting point worth 
mentioning; because the informants stated that manipulating pictures of other object such as food or 
nature is acceptable, why is manipulating pictures of oneself then frowned upon? When considering 
what the possible reasons behind this mindset and these statements could be, one could argue that the 
distinction between what is acceptable and what is not when modifying images on social media is 
depended on what is in the actual image. Anna, one of the informants expressed that putting filters on a 
picture of a meal or a holiday picture is acceptable, whereas manipulating pictures of oneself is more 
likely to be considered at portraying a fake image. Therefore, it can be argued that the reason behind 
the different opinions concerning manipulating images, express that the pictures of objects or everyday 
life situation, such as a meal, only represent a fragmented part of one’s life, a small window into the 
person’s world, whereas a picture of yourself is a more direct presentation of oneself.  
 
One of the other informants shared a different opinion which can shed light on our hypothesis; she 
claimed that manipulating pictures of oneself is not necessarily a bad thing. This goes back to the 
aforementioned point of the tendency that within the setting of social media, many users of the 
applications such as Instagram are indeed aware of the existence of fluid identities and the concept of 
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putting on a performance for the viewers. It is viewed as somewhat common knowledge that online 
images of oneself not only can, but are in fact being modified, and therefore it can be argued that it 
becomes more socially acceptable.  
 
With the above mentioned points in mind and despite the fact that most of our informants were very 
critical towards Essena O’Neill’s ‘change of identity’, it can also be debated that perhaps there can be 
positive associations linked to portraying your image in a more idealized manner. The effort an 
Instagram user, such as Essena O’Neill, put in to deliver a ‘strong performance’, can be quite 
empowering in order to bring positivity into other people’s lives. To quote Goffman:“If we never tried 
to seem a little better than we are, how could we improve or ‘train ourselves from the outside inward?” 
(Goffman, 1959: 44-45), the particular performance, or identity that we share with others online, could 
serve the purpose of improvement of oneself. The way in which we can improve our image online, 
either via e.g. modifying our pictures or revealing the ‘ugly truth’ behind a fake profile, which 
happened in O’Neill’s case, we ultimately chose these different methods of self expression to accept 
and impress, not only others, but also ourselves, as the saying goes; how can people like you, if you do 
not like yourself? Therefore one could argue that besides the fact that O’Neill faced criticism and 
allegations of presenting yet another fake image, the decision was beneficial for the sake of her 
perception of herself. It is also important to mention, as we did in the problem area, that she did indeed 
also have supporters in the general public and some of the informants also supported her revelations 
based on the fact that although they did not find her drastic change of identity credible, the message she 
brought could nevertheless be helpful for those who are oblivious of how social media identities are 
constructed to portray unrealistic perfect everyday lives.  
 
The opportunities that are provided in the online realm for constructing our self-representation, could 
be used as a tool for achieving the ideal self; an enhancer instead of a hindrer in communicating the 
virtual identity. In order to elaborate on this one could say that in a different context, e.g. in a job based 
online platform, self-promotion is basically required and expected by the audience, who in this case are 
not looking to be entertained but rather find possible candidates who will be chosen based on their 
qualifications that they present online. In this context it is necessary and important that we show 
ourselves from our best sides; for instance, when handing out a job resume it can be argued that it is an 
unwritten rule to promote ourselves from the best side possible. Therefore the context of wherein the 
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self-promotion is acted out, again proves to be highly relevant when discussing whether showing a 
better image of oneself is deemed acceptable or not acceptable, credible or not credible.     
 
As mentioned earlier, we saw that in relation to the case of O’Neill, a counter reaction arose between 
the informants who found the reveal of her self proclaimed truth behind her virtual identity to be fake, 
and just a dramatic action to gain more attention and validation. An explanation to this could be 
because of their own awareness of how an entertainment platform, such as Instagram, is used to gain 
popularity from existing followers or the general public. It can be argued that regardless of how a 
person tries to improve or promote a more serious cause, like in Essena O’Neill’s case; promoting that 
awareness of animal welfare is important, the intentions behind the action are questioned and not taken 
seriously by the viewers as long as the sender is already put in the category of an entertainment context. 
When related to the Goffman quote mentioned above, O’Neill in fact tries to detach herself from 
merely being a model who focuses on vain aspects of her life such as the physical exterior and dieting, 
but wants to change the perception of not only how she herself is viewed but most importantly to give 
people a wake up call about the ugly truth of social media. The counter reaction, which can shortly said 
to be the audience’s way of expressing that they do not trust the sender and how they communicate 
messages, is an important factor of why O’Neill’s agenda was not deemed credible.   
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7.0 Conclusion 
Based on the case of Essena O’Neill; how is self-representation communicated and perceived on the 
social media platform, Instagram? 
 
The aim of our study was to shed light on how virtual identities are communicated and perceived on 
social media, namely Instagram. In order to do so we chose a point of departure, that being the case of 
Essena O’Neill. This case was discussed during the focus group interview and lead to a broader insight 
into the narratives of the informants. We can conclude that when it comes to the communication and 
perception of virtual identity, there are different factors that play a relevant role in how a virtual 
identity is communicated and perceived, which we in the following section will present. 
One of the factors consists of the credibility of the sender, which according to our analysis and study, is 
depended on who the person behind the presentation of the virtual identity is and furthermore in which 
setting the identity is presented. The informants express that when it comes to communicating your 
identity on Instagram, there is a general tendency that pictures and messages will most likely be edited 
in order to improve your self image. This is evident in terms of the informants’ own way of presenting 
themselves, and also in relation to their thoughts considering O’Neill’s transformation. Another 
important factor is the setting in which the virtual identity is communicated. Since Instagram is viewed 
as a social media platform with entertainment purposes, the way in which O’Neill attempts to change 
her virtual identity and reveal that social media is deceptive, is perceived as a new way for her to gain 
attention. The change of her identity is deemed not credible due to a counter-reaction that arises, where 
the audience find the change of her identity to be merely a publicity stunt to gain more validation and 
be more idealized. This reaction can be connected to what seems to be common knowledge amongst 
avid users of Instagram who are familiar with the tools and the opportunities to manage one’s self 
image online and portray it in the way that one desires.  
 
Based on our research, it can be concluded that the reason why the informants, who represent our  
target group, were critical of O’Neill is because they are aware of the way in which a virtual identity 
can be communicated. This supports our hypothesis that there is a general awareness of the tendency of 
portraying modified versions of one’s self online. This shows that there is a presumption amongst the 
informants when it comes to their perception of O’Neill’s change of image, and therefore, this general 
awareness affects the perception of Essena O’Neill, and ultimately, the results of our research.  
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